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QUEENSLAND 
Sir Joh: A painful exit 
Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen, premier of Queensland 
since 8 August 1968, relinquished that post in 
unhappy circumstances on 1 December 1987. It 
is also ironic that a political career which had 
been so spectacularly successful—Sir Joh was a 
member of parliament for 40 yearsl, and 
Premier for 19 years, 3 months and 23 
days—should end in such a personally humili-
ating fashion. Sir Joh's reputation was built on 
his strongly assertive leadership style, one 
which was fiercely protective of Queensland's 
interests, and one which contributed quite 
profoundly to the National party's transforma-
tion from a narrow rural-oriented Country party 
into a highly-professionalised unit recognised 
increasingly as the natural choice of non-Labor 
voters in the northern state. This status for the 
Nationals was confirmed by the results of the 
1983 state election and reconfirmed in 1986. 
Instead of preparing for a graceful retirement 
following the 1986 general election, Sir Joh 
took the improbable step of announcing his 
intention to seek the prime ministership. 
Perhaps he thought that given he had achieved 
all there was to be gained from Queensland 
politics, he could offer his brand of leadership 
nationally, in doing so adding the scalp of a 
federal Labor government to his political belt 
while at the same time rescuing the federal non-
Labor parties from their crisis of leadership. In 
the initial stages the 'Joh for PM' campaign 
purportedly received encouragement from 
market research indicating voter approval of Sir 
Joh's style, and from reports that unnamed 
business leaders were prepared to bankroll the 
campaign to the extent of $15 million. Within a 
few months, however, the momentum of the 
'Joh for PM' push badly faltered, and Sir Joh's 
backers scaled-back the campaign to the more 
modest ambition of `Joh for Canberra'. Yet 
even that objective appeared thwarted by an 
unwillingness on Sir Joh's part to identify 
precisely the federal seat he proposed to contest. 
Through these same months Sir Joh became 
increasingly strident in his condemnation of the 
federal parliamentary leadership of both the 
Liberal and National parties. Also it was 
obvious, however, that many of the non-Labor 
federal parliamentary members had no interest 
in allowing the ageing Queensland premier an 
easy path to the leadership of the federal 
conservative parties. 
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The prime minister, Mr Hawke, capitalised 
on the instability within the non-Labor ranks by 
calling a double dissolution election for 11 July. 
At that poll the ALP government was returned 
with an increased majority, albeit with a 
reduced vote. In very large part Sir Joh was 
blamed for creating the instability within the 
non-Labor parties which led to their third 
successive federal election loss to the ALP. In 
particular, the results of the July election 
indicated that Labor had done well in both seat 
and vote terms in Sir Joh's own home state. In 
other words, Sir Joh was perceived as having 
mounted a campaign which not only had desta-
bilised the non-Labor parties federally, and 
failed, but also which had backfired in terms of 
his own political backyard. 
Sir Joh's Canberra plans also distracted 
energies away from his obligations as premier 
and state treasurer over a number of months. 
During this period the Nationals' state 
government in Queensland was perceived as not 
addressing the severe economic difficulties 
confronting the state. Friction was also created 
within the Bjelke-Petersen cabinet by Sir Joh's 
apparent anointment of Bill Gunn as the next 
premier. Gum, while obviously basking in Sir 
Joh's endorsement, was nevertheless sensitive 
to the public perception of himself as a Bjelke-
Petersen clone, and during his period as acting 
premier took a number of steps to distance 
himself from his leader. Mr important 
role in the Fitzgerald Inquiry proved to be one 
of the key examples in this regard. Another was 
Mr Gum's decision to nominate Sir Robert 
Sparkes for another term as party president, 
despite Sir Joh's opposition to Sir Robert. 
The net effect of these events, coupled with 
opinion poll evidence signalling a decline in 
support for Sir Joh, was a much closer ques-
tioning of the premier's performance and politi-
cal judgement. Needless to say, Sir Joh did not 
appreciate such questioning: in his terms he had 
led the state National party to its greatest 
achievements, and he should be left free by his 
party to determine his own future, in particular, 
the nature and timing of his departure from state 
politics. 
Sir Joh's difficulties, however, were only to 
worsen. At the National party's state council 
meeting at Rockhampton in October, the 
premier indicated a level of disillusionment with 
his party following that council's endorsement 
of a motion, bitterly contested by Sir Joh, that 
ministers be required to step down from their 
portfolios a reasonable time before their retire-
ment. The events which took place at that same 
state council meeting made clear to Sir Joh that  
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he was now perceived within his own party as 
an electoral liability. The meeting also urged he 
and Sir Robert Sparkes to cease hostilities. 
Within a matter of days however, Sir Joh had 
renewed his criticism of his party president and, 
in a misguided ploy to keep secure the premier-
ship, he threatened to call a snap election and to 
take his party down with him if it moved on 
him. Yet these actions only served to underline 
concern about his performance and judgement. 
On 8 October Sir Joh, now aware that his party 
had tired of his antics, nevertheless blunted any 
immediate threat to his position by announcing 
(almost 12 months in advance) his own 
preferred retirement date of 8 August 1988, 
which would be his 20th anniversary as premier. 
This retirement announcement of Sir Joh was 
greeted with skepticism by those National party 
members who believed that Sir Joh was playing 
for time, and who were convinced that the 
Premier would not be able to contain for long 
his anger toward his party president and those 
others in the party with whom the premier 
differed on policy priorities. Yet even at this 
stage most state Nationals still hoped that Sir 
Joh would be allowed to see-out his preferred 
term, given his contribution to the party over 
many years. 
With Sir Joh's exit from state politics now 
assured, the National party's annual state 
conference at Townsville in November set about 
the task of preparing for the post-B jelke-
Petersen era. In policy terms this translated into 
the conference endorsing the position of Sir 
Robert Sparkes, and rebuffing that of Sir Joh, on 
a number of issues. These included the intro-
duction of condom vending machines, prostitu-
tion regulation, sex education during school 
hours, and the establishment of a foreign land 
register. Sir Joh was also rebuffed by the 
conference on his insistence that Japanese 
developer Yohachiro Iwasaki be given trustee-
ship of land proposed as national park near the 
Iwasaki resort at Yepoon on the central 
Queensland coast. Even worse for Sir Joh's 
position, Sir Robert Sparkes was re-elected 
party president, with almost 80 percent of the 
votes cast (Sir Robert Sparkes 528 votes, 
Professor Hiram Caton 89, Les Whykes 47). 
Even Sir Joh's loyal deputy, Bill Gunn, 
indicated his view that Sir Joh was 'out of tune' 
and that he should `go fishing, have a rest and 
do a fair bit of thinking'. 2 
The Townsville conference of the Nationals 
left Sr Joh even more deeply embittered, and 
his public comments in the days following 
indicated that the party's crisis might require 
resolution in advance of Sr Joh's stated retire- 
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ment date. However, it was Sir Joh himself who 
single-handedly determined his own removal. 
On Monday 23 and Tuesday 24 November Sir 
Joh paid three separate visits to the Queensland 
Governor, Sir Walter Campbell. The purpose of 
those visits was to secure vice-regal endorse-
ment of Sir Joh's plans to sack five ministers. 
Sir Joh also is reported to have advised the 
Governor of plans for an early election. For his 
part the Governor resisted Sir Joh's advice after 
receiving other advice individually from Mr 
Gunn, Mr Ahern and Mr Austin that Sir Joh no 
longer retained the support of his parliamentary 
wing. On that basis Sir Walter Campbell 
interpreted the matter as a political crisis rather 
than as a constitutional one, and encouraged a 
resolution of it by the party room. Meanwhile, 
Sir Joh had summoned individually each of the 
five ministers targeted for dismissal, and 
requested resignations in each case. All five 
refused. Mr McKechnie was reportedly told he 
was being sacked for showing insufficient 
loyalty, Mr Muntz was apparently given no 
reason, Mr Austin because he had been seen 
speaking with Sir Robert Sparkes at the party's 
state conference, Mr Ahem for alleged leaking 
and moral irresponsibility, and Mr Gunn (Sir 
Joh's deputy) for nominating Sir Robert Sparkes 
for another term as party president. 
After all five refused to resign Sir Joh 
relented, now insisting on the resignation of 
only three (Ahem, Austin and McKechnie). Sir 
Joh then arranged for two new ministers to be 
sworn-in (Speaker of the Parliament, Mr 
Lingard, and Member for Cooroora, Mr 
Simpson). Several other backbenchers had been 
offered portfolios by Sir Joh—Mr Littleproud 
(Condamine), Mr Menzell (Mulgrave) and Mr 
Cooper (Roma)—but all three refused because 
of the circumstances surrounding the offers. 
Because of the Governor's interpretation of 
the crisis as a political one, and his request that 
it be resolved in those terms, Sir Joh's auda-
cious bid to hold his post had been thwarted. 
The Premier's remaining backbench support 
collapsed, and both Mike Ahem and Bill Gunn 
announced their candidacy for the party leader-
ship to be determined at a meeting of the par-
liamentary caucus which was scheduled for 
Thursday 26 November. 
The leadership changeover 
Even as this meeting of the National parlia-
mentary wing approached, Sir Joh clung to 
office: he threatened to recall parliament, he 
reportedly attempted to secure a deal with the 
state ALP, and he indicated a preparedness to 
call a snap general election. All these actions 
were ploys designed to allow him to regroup his 
position and unsettle his party adversaries. Yet 
it was these same actions, as well as his 
attempted sacking of five ministers, and 
successful sacking of three of these, which only 
underlined concerns throughout the National 
party about Sir Joh's political judgement. Even 
worse for the premier, Sir Joh's actions were 
being perceived by many senior people within 
his party as those of a person who was 
convinced he was greater than his party, and 
who was prepared ultimately to place his own 
self-preservation ahead of his party. Indeed, Sir 
Joh gave some credence to this impression with 
his repeated assertions that his party would be 
finished without him. 
The 26 November meeting of the National 
parliamentary wing was attended by 48 of its 49 
members; Sir Joh was the sole absentee. In a 
last desperate bid to salvage his position he 
called together his 17 ministers just an hour 
before the parliamentary party meeting, and 
urged them not to vote on any leadership 
motions. His call was unheeded, however, and 
at the caucus meeting the spill motion was 
carried by 39 votes to eight, with one absention. 
Three candidates then contested the leadership: 
Mike Ahem, Russ Hinze and Bill Gunn. Mr 
Ahern won on the first ballot with 30 votes; Mr 
Gunn received 16 votes and Mr Hinze just two 
votes. Mr Gunn was then elected unopposed as 
deputy leader, the same position he had held 
prior to the spill. 
Immediately following the meeting of the 
parliamentary party Mr Ahem phoned the state 
governor to advise him of the result. He also 
arranged to forward to Government House a 
document in which 47 members of the caucus 
(that is, all excepting Sir Joh) indicated their 
support for his leadership. Then commenced 
several days of attempts to convince Sir Joh to 
resign. 
With his parliamentary party support now 
destroyed, and with his ultimate removal from 
office now only a matter of time, Sir Joh finally 
succumbed. In a prepared statement to a press 
conference on 1 December announced his resig-
nation as premier and parliamentarian, effective 
immediately. In doing so he also indicated his 
deep disaffection with his party— `the National 
Party of today is not the party that I took to the 
election last year. The policies of the National 
Party are no longer those on which I went to the 
people. Therefore I have no wish to lead this 
Government any longer. It was my intention to 
take this matter to the floor of State Parliament. 
Political Chronicle 	 241 
However, I now have no further interest 
leading the National Party any further.'3 
The Ahern accession 
in Fitzgerald Inquiry 
Allegations of police corruption made by ABC-
TV's Four Corners programme and by Courier 
Mail journalist Phil Dickie in a series of articles, 
pressured the state government to establish an 
inquiry to investigate those matters. That 
inquiry, headed by Tony Fitzgerald, QC, 
initially was provided with relatively narrow 
terms of reference to investigate the specific 
matters which had been alleged. Within a 
relatively short time, however, Mr Fitzgerald 
responded to an ever-widening arc of material 
by requesting a broadened brief. This was 
supported by the cabinet, though by November 
there were clear signs that some people in the 
National party were extremely concerned by the 
potential political fallout which might occur as a 
result of the Fitzgerald probe. Public speculation 
in this regard was heightened by Mike Ahem's 
hint that Sir Joh's actions in his last days of 
office had some relation to the Fitzgerald 
Inquiry. 
During the month of November the Queens-
land police force was shaken with evidence 
from several former senior police officers. For 
example, former assistant police commissioner 
Graeme Parker, who had admitted corruption 
and who had been granted an indemnity by the 
Fitzgerald Inquiry, indicated he had received 
more than $100,000 in bribes while he was head 
of the licensing branch.5 Two ministers, Russ 
Hinze and Don Lane, were both mentioned 
adversely in hearsay evidence. Also, retired 
licensing branch detective Noel Francis Dwyer 
described police commisioner Sir Terence 
Lewis as a 'bribe shark' who took the 'big bite' 
out of corruption payments. That and other 
allegations led to the state government forcing 
the police commissioner to stand-aside pending 
the outcome of the Inquiry. 
The new premier, Mr Ahem and his deputy, 
Mr Gunn, have pledged their strong support for 
the Fitzgerald Inquiry to proceed without 
impediment. The Inquiry is thus likely to be the 
subject of major treatment in subsequent 
chronicles. 
Michael John Ahern was sworn-in as Queens-
land's premier by the state governor less than a 
hour after Sir Joh's resignation. For the next 
several days Queensland was governed by a 
two-man executive comprised of the new 
premier and his deputy, Mr Gunn. Parliament 
reconvened the day after Mr Ahem's swearing-
in, with its major task being that of the election 
by secret ballot of a new Speaker. This task 
itself was necessitated by the elevation during 
the previous week of the previous Speaker, Mr 
Lingard, to one of the ministerial vacancies 
resulting from Sir Joh's sacking of several 
ministers. The previous minister for Education 
and MLA for Isis, Lin Powell, was elected the 
new speaker. Mr Powell, a close supporter of 
Sir Joh, accepted Mr Ahern's nomination of him 
for the Speakership in the clear knowledge that 
he would not be reselected for cabinet. Among 
other things, Mr Powell and Mr Ahem had 
publicly differed over an extended period on 
issues such as sex education in public schools. 
Five new ministers were announced in the 
first Ahem ministry, announced on 8 December: 
Mr Bob Borbidge (MLA, Surfers Paradise) as 
minister for Industry and Small Business; Mr 
Russell Cooper (Roma), Corrective and 
Administrative Services; Mrs Leisha Harvey 
(Greenslopes), Health; Mr Brian Littleproud 
(Condamine), Education; and Mr Jim Randall 
(Mirani), Local Government and Racing. 
Dropped from cabinet were Mrs Yvonne 
Chapman, and Mr Powell (elected as Speaker), 
while two others—Mr Don Lane and Mr Russ 
Hinze—were stood-aside by the Premier 
pending the outcome of the Fitzgerald Inquiry. 
Both Mr Hinze and Mr Lane had been 
mentioned adversely in hearsay evidence at that 
Inquiry. Of the portfolios changes involving 
retained ministers the most important was Mr 
Brian Austin's appointment to the newly-
created post of Minister for Finance. 
The initial weeks of the Ahern premiership 
were reassuring to the Nationals. There was 
generally favourable community reaction to a 
number of policy shifts on issues such as the 
establishment of a public accounts committee 
and a foreign land register, and sex education in 
public schools. Mr Ahern also moved to estab-
lish a more consultative style of leadership as 
well as a cabinet committee structure. Public 
opinion polls also indicated strong support for 
his leadership in this initial period. 4 
Labor and Liberal 
Despite the difficulties facing the Nationals, 
neither the ALP nor the Liberals at state level 
capitalised on the opportunities thus presented. 
By year's end it was evident that both Liberal 
leader Sir William Knox and ALP Opposition 
leader Neville Warburton would not retain their 
posts long into 1987. 
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Notes 
1 First as member for Nanango, and then 
Barambah. 
2 Courier Mail, 9 November 1987. 
3 Transcript of press statement as reproduced 
in Courier Mail, 2 December 1987. 
4 Sunday Mail, 6 December 1987. 
5 Courier Mail, 4 November 1987. 
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